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BIRDS OFA SHADSCALE(ARTRIPLEX CONFERTIFOLIA
HABITAT IN EASTCENTRALNEVADA

Dean E. Mcdin'

Despite widespread distribution of shad-

scale (Atriph'x confcr-tifolia) habitat in the

Great Basin Desert (Fowler and Koch 1982),

it has been largely ignored by avian ecologists.

There are few quantitative assessments of

breeding bird populations in these vast areas

used primarily for livestock grazing (but see

Fautin 1946 for western Utah, Smith et al.

1984 for southwestern Idaho). This informa-

tion is basic to understanding the ecology of

desert birds and the stewardship of their habi-

tats. In this paper I describe breeding bird

densities of a shadscale community in the

Snake Valley of east central Nevada and com-

pare them with other quantitative studies

from shadscale habitats.

Study Area

The study area is located 4 km north of

Baker in southeastern White Pine County,

Nevada, at a median elevation of approxi-

mately 1600 m. The study area is a flat valley

bottom bounded by foothills and mountains;

there are no seeps, springs, or live streams on

the site, although dry washes cross the valley

floor. Climatically, the area is a cold desert

with cold winters and hot, dry summers. Max-

imum temperatures in summer frequently ex-

ceed 35 C, and minimum temperatures in

winter often drop to —29 C (Houghton et al.

1975). Annual precipitation ranges from 10 to

20 cm (Houghton et al. 1975). The area is

grazed lightly by cattle trailing to and from

spring-fall ranges (R. Jenson, personal com-
munication).

Vegetation in the study area comprises

a mixture of low shrubs with a sparse

herbaceous component. Dominant shrubs are

shadscale, green molly (Kochia americana),

common winterfat (Eiirotia lanata), bud
sagebrush (Arteinisia spinescens), and spiny

hopsage (Grayia spinosa). Fourwing saltbush

(Atriplex canescens), black greasewood (Sar-

cobatus venniculatus), and rubber rabbit-

brush {Chrysothamnus nauseosus) occasion-

ally occur along shallow washes. Three

perennial grasses, Indian ricegrass (Oryzopsis

hymenoides), galleta {Hilaria jainesii), and

squirreltail (SitanUm hystrix), occur through-

out the site. Cheatgrass (Bromus tectorum),

an annual, is a frequent associate. Plant names
follow Holmgren and Reveal (1966).

Methods

A 20-ha plot was censused for breeding

birds using the spot-map method (Interna-

tional Bird Census Committee 1970). A cen-

sus plot, chosen as the best representative of

the shadscale community, was selected by ex-

amining the vegetation and topography of the

general area. A square plot was surveyed and

gridded with points numbered and marked
with stakes at 75-m intervals. Ten census vis-

its to the plot were made annually from 29

March to 1 June from 1981 to 1983. Most spot

mapping was done from sunrise to early after-

noon when birds were most active. Different

census routes through the plot were used,

with different starting and ending points dis-

tributed as evenly as practicable among the

visits. To ensure complete coverage, the plot

was censused by walking within 50 m of all

points on the grid. Recorded bird observa-

tions extended a minimum of 75 m beyond
plot boundaries.

At the end of the sampling period, clusters

of observations and coded activity patterns on

species maps were circled, indicating areas of

activity or approximate territories. Fractional

parts of boundary territories were determined

by estimating the portion of each edge cluster

that fell within the study plot. Oelke (1981)
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Table 1. Passerine breeding bird densities (individuals/ha) in shadscale vegetation, east central Nevada, 1981-1983.
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Taklk 2. Brcccliiiu bird dtMisities (individuals/ha) in shadscale coinmunities of the Great Basin Desert.
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